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 This document was created to enhance school transportation safety for the more than 
2,300,000 children who ride school buses each day in New York State.  Its distribution to 
school bus drivers is required in all Pre-Service and Basic or Advanced Courses.

 This document should also be distributed to the following groups:  Children, Parents 
and Parent Organization, Supervisors, Administrators, School Board members, Teachers, 
School Transportation Organizations, Legislators, the Media, and any other interested groups/
individuals.
 The highest level of student safety cannot be achieved until all who are involved with 
school transportation are fully aware of the potential dangers.

 This document analyzes forty-three years of school transportation fatalities.  It de-
scribes the lessons from these tragedies and the recommended procedures for avoiding such 
tragedies in the future. 

 This document was originally conceived and developed by Mr. Lee Comeau of the 
State Education Department.  

 If you have suggestions and/or comments about this document, please forward them to:

The University of the State of New York
The New York State Education Department

School Bus Safety & Driver Training Unit - Room 876 EBA
Albany, New York 12234-0001

(518) 474-6541    FAX  (518) 474-1983

COPYRIGHT February 1, 2006 by NYSED
This document may be copied in whole or in part for all the training and educational purposes 
listed above.  It may not be copied for resale or used by any individual or entity as the basis for 
any other document which is sold or for which ownership is claimed. 

PREFACE

This document is available for purchase from PTSI for  
$3.00 each with a minimum order of 10.

  
 Pupil Transportation Safety Institute (PTSI) 

224 Harrison St., Suite 300 • Syracuse, NY 13202

 Call: (315) 475-1386                                Visit: www.ptsi.org
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THE STATE EDUCATION DEPARTMENT /THE UNIVERSITY OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK/  ALBANY, NY 12234

Office of Educational Management Services/BOCES
Room 876 Education Building Annex
Albany, New York  12234
(518) 474-6541 - (518) 474-3936

Fax: (518) 474-1983

      
       January 1, 2006

Dear New York State School Bus Driver, Attendant, and Monitor:

Welcome to the wonderful world of pupil transportation.  You are embarking on a rewarding 
career.  The job of a school bus driver is like none other in the world.  The roles you will play 
are varied, and the responsibility is profound.  The purpose of school bus driver training is to 
provide you with the knowledge and tools you will need to become a safe school bus driver 
and how to ensure the safety of the children you transport each day from home to school and 
back again. All the training you receive, all the laws and regulations you will be exposed to, 
have one single purpose – to ensure the safety of children.

You are the most important ingredient in the recipe for safety.  You hold the lives of many 
children in your hands every time you get behind the wheel of a school bus or supervise 
children on the ride to or from school.  Anyone can transport cargo, but only a pupil trans-
portation professional, a well-trained and caring school bus driver, attendant, or monitor can 
safely transport and supervise children.

This document incorporates what our state has learned over the past 44 years concerning safe 
pupil transportation.  Our goal is to give you a head start, the benefit of that knowledge and 
experience, to help you become a safe school bus driver, attendant or monitor.  Please take 
full advantage of this training program:  listen carefully; ask the instructor questions about 
anything you don’t understand; and participate actively in class discussions and activities.  
Remember:  children’s lives are in your hands.

You have my sincerest best wishes for a safe and rewarding career as a New York State 
school bus driver, attendant, or monitor.

       Sincerely,

       Marion F. Edick, State Director
       Pupil Transportation Services
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NEW YORK  STATE
SCHOOL BUS TRANSPORTATION 

STUDENT FATALITIES 

A DIAGNOSTIC ANALYSIS
2/1/1960 - 6/30/2005

 School bus accidents resulting in student fatalities are a reality for the school transportation 
community.  Careful examination of the circumstances and causes surrounding such tragedies helps 
us learn how to prevent them in the future.  This document is a detailed examination of the trends and 
lessons which have been identified by an analysis of school bus accidents in New York State since 
1960.

 School buses can be involved in many types of accidents, with or without student passengers.  
For the purpose of this document, a “school bus student fatality” is defined as a student killed while 
riding in, entering, or exiting a school bus.  Fatalities occurring to school bus drivers or attendants, 
pedestrians who were not entering or leaving the bus, or passengers in other vehicles are not included 
in “school bus student fatalities.”  Based on this definition, 108 student school bus fatalities have oc-
curred in New York State since 1960.  Five additional student fatalities occurred during charter bus 
transportation on school trips.

TREND #1
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Overall, children ages 4 - 8 (grades k - 3)were most sus-
ceptible to a school bus fatality.  Children ages 4 - 8 were 
involved in 75 of the fatalities (70%) even though they 
represent less than 35% of the school population.  

◆ Younger children are shorter so they are harder for bus 
drivers and motorists to see.  They can’t see over or 
around objects like parked cars or bushes.

◆ Their hearing has not completely developed; they can 
not easily tell where sounds are coming from.

◆ Their vision has not completely developed; they can not 
estimate the speed of an approaching object.

◆ They are inexperienced regarding road hazards and how 
to act safely around school buses.

◆ Young children have very short attention spans and need 
lots of repetition to learn a safety procedure.
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88 of the 108 fatalities (80%) involved students as PEDESTRIANS 
during the LOADING/UNLOADING PROCESS at a bus stop or 
school.  Students are most vulnerable to serious accidents at this 
time because they are not inside the bus.  Loading or unloading 
accidents are of two types:  1.  A child is struck by the school bus 
(BOB or By-own-bus). 2.  A child is struck by a passing motorist 
(PM or Passing motorist). 

Loading and unloading fatalities typically involve one or more of the follow-
ing factors: 
◆ Child crossed too close to the bus and the bus driver didn’t see the child.

◆ Child dropped something under the bus and tried to get it.

◆ Child slipped under the side of the bus.

◆ Child was struck by a motorist illegally passing the bus.

◆ Child’s drawstring or backpack straps were caught in handrail or door 
and the child was dragged by the bus.
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Number of 
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PEDESTRIAN LOADING/UNLOADING FATALITIES BY TYPE

 NO    TYPE               % of 88        % of 108
   61 By School Bus       69%   56%
   59 By Own Bus (BOB)  
   2 By Another School Bus 
 27 By Passing Motorist     31            24
 88                                               100%              80%

BY OWN BUS PEDESTRIAN FATALITIES

GRADE LEVEL - 
Kindergarten and 1st Grade 
71% of all By Own Bus (BOB) Fatalities!

71% (41 of 58 students whose age is known) of all BOB 
fatalities were in grades K-1...(23 fatalities grade K, 18 fatali-
ties grade 1).  Even compared to students in second grade, 
only one year older, GRADES K & 1 WERE ALMOST 
THREE TIMES MORE SUSCEPTIBLE to by own bus 
fatalities (7 fatalities grade 2).

OF GREATER SIGNIFICANCE....  When compared to 
all other grades, children in grades K-2 are 15 TIMES more 
likely to be run over by their own bus. 

FROM 1989 to 2004 THERE HAVE BEEN ONLY 6 
BOB FATALITIES, 4 in New York City where the Crossing 
Poster and Universal Crossing Signal are not used.  

TREND #2

MOST  
FATALS

OUTSIDE  
THE BUS  

4.5 times 
more likely
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Even when the red lights are flashing, motorists some-
times  pass on the left OR right side of buses which are 
stopped to load and unload students.  Bus drivers and 
student pedestrians alike must be constantly aware of 
this danger.
Passing motorist fatalities typically involve one or more of 
the following factors: 
◆ Motorists claim they didn’t have time to wait.

◆ Motorists claim they couldn’t see the flashing lights 
because the lights were dirty or because sun, rain, 
snow, or fog blinded them.

◆ The bus driver waved the car through the red flashing 
lights not knowing a child was crossing the road.

◆ The motorist had no regard for the law or children’s 
safety.

Of the 26 student pedestrians who were struck and killed 
by a passing motorist, 4 - 8 year olds represent 70%, as 
opposed to BOB where 87% are 4-8 years old.

Of the 26 student pedestrian passing motorist fatalities, 
61% occurred during the fourteen years from 1960-1973, 
31% happened the next fourteen years.  And then...
  

THE 110 MONTHS FROM 4/23/87 TO 6/21/96 WAS 
THE LONGEST PERIOD ON RECORD BETWEEN 
PASSING MOTORIST FATALITIES.  PASSING 
MOTORIST FATALITIES IN 1999 AND 2004 HIGH-
LIGHTS THE NEED TO STAY VIGILANT DURING 
LOADING AND UNLOADING.  LET’S COMMIT 
FOR ANOTHER 63 MONTHS - plus! 

After several passing motorist fatalities over a short period 
of time, an intensive campaign was launched in 1985-86 to 
alert the public of its legal, if not moral, obligation to stop 
for school buses that were stopped with red lights flashing.

The Education Department, School Districts and Contract 
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providers of transportation services  (in partnership with private business, local governments and the 
Governor’s Traffic Safety Committee) designed several campaigns to alert the motoring public and 
parents of their obligation to stop for stopped school buses.  Twice, the legislature amended the law to 
provide for stiffer penalties for passing stopped school buses.  Several years later, significant im-
provement has been made in reducing what once was a serious problem. 

However, school bus accident reports of “near misses” and students being injured, and of school bus 
drivers saving children’s lives during the loading/unloading process, reminds us that public aware-
ness campaigns and school bus driver alertness during the loading/unloading process continue to be 
essential in managing this problem.

PASSENGER FATALITIES

Passenger fatalities typically include factors such as the following: 
◆ Bus involved in traffic accident with a train or other vehicles on the road, or drives off the road 

and strikes a fixed object.

◆ Student puts their head out the window as the bus passes a utility pole, sign, or another vehicle.

◆ Student jumps from a moving bus.

Passenger fatalities are usually the result of:  temporary inattention on the part of the school bus 
driver, lack of student control, or improper techniques for observing the environment.   The average 
age of passenger fatalities is 12 years old.

      Deaths. ACCIDENT         % of 108         % of 20

 5 Bus/Train (Congers, NY 1972 - 5 students))   5%          25%

 5 Bus collisions with other vehicles    5          25
   (#’s 5, 40, 65, & 87 in data base)

 4 Students' heads outside windows    4          20
   (#’s 36, 72, 99, and 103 in data base)

 4 Bus drove off road      4          20
   (#’s 82, & 96 and 97, 101)

 2 Fatal injuries jumping from moving bus (#’s 94 & 98) 2          10

      
 20         18  100
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CHARTER BUS FATALITIES

Five fatalities have occurred while children were being transported by charter “coach” 
buses.  While these are not “traditional” student school bus fatalities, they highlight the 
need to maintain the same high standard for charter bus drivers and equipment as for 
school bus transportation.  The State Education Department and Department of Mo-
tor Vehicles have both established recommended guidelines for selecting charter coach 
operators. 

All five students were ejected from the charter buses during roll-overs.  Both accidents occurred in 
winter months during inclement weather.  Both drivers lost control of buses that were driven too 
fast for conditions.  In the 1973 accident, the bus hit an ice patch on the highway, proceeded to turn 
sideways and left the ice patch.  When the bus returned to dry pavement it rolled, ejecting and then 
crushing the three victims.  In the 1992 accident, the driver lost control in wet, slushy snow and the 
bus left the highway, rolling down an embankment.  Again, the victims were ejected and crushed by 
the bus.

 NO.   Accident    % of 5

  3  01/03/73 Vestal Swim Team, Rt. 17      60
   (#’s 1-3 in charter bus data base)

  2  04/11/92 East Meadow UFSD, Rt. 87    40
   (#’s 4-5 in charter bus data base)
  5         100%

TREND #3

MOST INJURIES 
INSIDE THE 

BUS

While most fatalities occur outside the bus in the loading/
unloading process, THE OVERWHELMING MAJOR-
ITY OF SCHOOL BUS INJURIES OCCUR TO PASSEN-
GERS INSIDE THE BUS. Approximately 9,500 students 
across the country are injured each year as school bus 
passengers compared to 808 injured outside the bus as 
pedestrians.
◆ Two thirds of the passenger injuries are minor injuries, but 

even these can result in major lawsuits and settlements for 
districts and/or contractors. 

◆ Students who are out of their seats are most vulnerable to injury because they are not positioned 
to benefit from the protection the bus design provides them.  Whether students are legitimate 
standees or goofing around, they can be injured even in a non-collision maneuver or quick stop. 

◆ Students sitting in the rear or front seats have been shown to be most at risk for injury or death 
in frontal or rear collisions, the most common types.

◆ Drivers must be aware of all injuries to bus passengers, no matter how minor.  Every injury 
should be reported to a supervisor for appropriate action.
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FATALITIES vs. INJURIES for STUDENT PASSENGERS and PEDESTRIANS
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#              Fatalities by Month

Most fatalities take place on the afternoon trip home 
from school.

◆ Students and drivers alike often are thinking about 
what they will do when they get home instead of 
concentrating on safely unloading. 

 
Most fatalities take place during the months between 
December and May.

◆ School bus drivers, students and motorists are lulled 
into complacency once school has been in session 
for a few months.  Interestingly, June and September 
have the least fatalities.  Drivers expect the 
unexpected in these months and really concentrate. 

55 of the 108 fatalities occurred 
on the trip home; 14 on the trip 
to school.  The balance of 39 
are unknown with respect to the 
activity engaged in at the time 
of the fatality.  This means that 
a total of 80% of the fatalities 
with information available 
happened on the trip home. 
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FATALITIES BY MONTH FOR:
 BY SCHOOL BUS, PASSING MOTORIST AND PASSENGER

                  BY OWN BUS             PASSING   SCHOOL BUS  
          OR BY ANOTHER BUS                   MOTORIST                    PASSENGER

 January 14  March  6  May  5

 February 10  May  5  March  5

 March    9  April  4  January 3

 December  6  November 3  December 2

 October 6  September 2  September 2

 May  6  February 2  October 1

 April  5  June   2  November 1

 November 4  January 2  February 1

 June   1  October 1  April  0

 September  0  December 0  June  0

   61          27          20  =  108 

MOST 
DANGEROUS 
MONTHS

TREND #5

TRAINING 
MAKES A 

DIFFERENCE

student fatalities per year

1.5

4.1

1960-1976 1977-2004

DRIVER AND STUDENT TRAINING 
PROGRAMS HAVE REDUCED FATALITIES  
DRAMATICALLY!  

The 1977 BASIC Course of Instruction set a new standard 
for driver training.  Since that time there has been a 59% 
decrease in student fatalities per year.

67 fatalities occurred from 1960-76 or 4.1 per year.  From 
9/1/76 - 6/30/2005, 41 fatalities occurred or 1.5 per year.  
This represents a 61% reduction from the 1960-76 period 
when driver training was less regulated and/or advanced.  
These figures demonstrate the importance of today’s driver, 
instructor and student training efforts and use of team man-
agement concepts in operating today’s program as a school 
transportation safety team.

K-6 Classroom Curriculum for School Bus Safety, the Safe 
Crossing Video and the State Education
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Department Crossing Poster where introduced in the late 1980’s.  Seven children have been killed 
as pedestrians since 1990.  Outside of New York City, where these materials are not used, there have 
been only three pedestrian fatalities since 1988.

NON-TREND #1

BAD  WEATHER

NON-TREND 
#2

GENDER

Bad weather conditions do not cause fatal accidents.  In 
fact, accident reports indicate that MOST ACCIDENTS 
HAPPEN ON CLEAR SUNNY DAYS.

Early New York data, for the most part, does not indicate the 
weather conditions at the time of the fatality (this was cor-
rected beginning 1984-85).  National statistics, however, show 
that the greatest number of national fatalities occur on clear, 
bright, sunny days.  Since New York’s other statistics follow 
those at the national level and since 85% of the fatalities since 
1984-85 occurred on bright, sunny days, it is projected that 
most of our fatalities probably occurred on bright, sunny days.

Child’s gender is a non-trend for school bus fatalities.  

Boys and girls have been equally susceptible as school bus 
fatalities.  By own Bus and Passing Motorist fatalities are 
equally split between boys and girls.  Only passenger fatali-
ties show any difference, and that is a result of random seating 
position at the time of the accident.  Of the 108 fatalities dur-
ing “traditional” school bus transportation to and from school 
on school buses from 2/1/60 - 6/30/2005, 46% were girls and 
54% were boys.  

This “non-trend” is unusual compared to some childhood accident data.  Four times more boys die in 
bicycle accidents than girls and almost twice as many boys die as pedestrians and by drowning.

 SUMMARY - WHAT DOES ALL THIS MEAN?

An effective school transportation safety program requires that students, drivers, parents, school 
administrators and affiliated groups BE AWARE of the basic characteristics that are most likely to 
lead to a school bus fatality.  This awareness, COUPLED WITH A STRONG ELEMENTARY 
GRADE LEVEL SAFETY CURRICULUM THAT UTILIZES THIS INFORMATION, is the 
most important action that can be taken to enhance the safety of a child’s ride to and from school and 
school activities.  
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44 YEARS IN REVIEW: Safer Than Ever

 School Bus Safety is One Bus Stop at a Time outlines the history of school bus safety in New 
York State.  The story of decreasing fatal accidents is clear from the charts and graphs in this docu-
ment. What is not clear is how the environment school buses operate in has been changing over these 
forty three years.  When you finish reading this report, you will know why this page is titled, “Safer 
Than Ever”
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45 Years of Change
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45 Years of Change
Population and Transportation Changes
During these forty four years much has changed 
in the New York educational system. Overall 
population has grown, but more significantly, the 
neighborhood school has disappeared.  School 
districts have consolidated and few children are 
walking to school.  800,000 students rode school 
buses in 1960, and over 2,200,000 do today. The 
safety side of the story is even more amazing - 37 
students died in school bus accidents in the 1960’s 
and only 9 died in the 1990’s.   In rough figures, 
the riding population is three times greater and the 
fatalities were reduced 3/4.  This means that 1 in 
216,000 bus riding students died each year in the 
1960’s and 1 in 2,500,000 died each year in the 
1990’s. It would never be suggested that even one 
death is acceptable, but a ten-fold improvement in 
safety is a fact to be proud of.

National Traffic Environment
Since 1960 the national traffic environment has 
changed significantly.  Number of cars on the 
road, number of licensed drivers, and number of 
miles driven have all increased dramatically. The 
one traffic measurement that has not changed 
significantly is the number of miles of road. More 
drivers and vehicles without more road means 
driving a school bus has gotten harder.  
 These environmental changes have con-
tributed to road rage and traffic congestion and 
certainly make school bus drivers’ jobs signifi-
cantly more difficult.
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School bus drivers need to be highly aware of the possibility of children chasing after their bus.  This 
can occur when a child mistakenly believes it’s his or her bus and tries to catch it, or approaches 
the bus to meet a sibling getting off, or just because children enjoy chasing buses.  Drivers need to 
be aware that children might appear from any direction at any time, especially anywhere near a bus 
stop.  

In recent years, a number of incidents have taken place in which a child has been killed or seriously 
injured in these kinds of incidents:

◆ In two cases the children who were struck were routed to ride the bus that struck them but had 
missed the bus and were running to catch it.  One child had chased the bus a full city block.

◆ In two other cases the victims were siblings of the child riding the bus.  One was a two-year-old 
who got under the bus while the mother was talking to the bus driver, and one was a nine-year-
old who rode across the street on a Big Wheel bike just as the bus was leaving the stop in the 
afternoon.

◆ The final case was a student who mistakenly thought a passing bus was his bus, running to catch 
it just as it turned a corner.  He was killed.

The school bus stop is a dangerous place.  During the 2003-2004 
school year, 53 school bus crashes occurred at bus stops.  Bus driv-
ers must be highly alert for all potential hazards – pedestrians or 
vehicles – when stopped, approaching, or leaving the vicinity of a 
school bus stop.  Drivers need to be aware of traffic behind their bus, 
and children can be anywhere.  Just because it’s “not my kid, not my 
stop” is no excuse for not being alert to children near the bus.

Use the Safety Alert below to help educate parents of preschoolers, 
daycare centers, and babysitters who receive young children from 
the bus.

SAFETY ALERT

Dear parent or preschool care provider:  Your bus driver has been been entrusted with the 
serious responsibility of protecting the safety of your child.  The driver cannot control the 
hazards outside the bus.  We ask your cooperation in making sure that a responsible person 
meet the bus every day to receive your child.  This will ensure your child’s safety as well as 
the safety of other children in the area.  

We also wish to alert you to the dangers of long drawstrings or straps on children’s cloth-
ing, or long mitten strings.  Across the country, a number of incidents have occurred in 
which children’s clothing or mitten strings became entangled in the bus door or handrail as 
the child stepped off the bus.  In some cases, children have been seriously injured and even 
killed.  Please make sure that your children’s clothing does not have any long, dangling 
strings or straps that could jeopardize their safety while getting off the bus, as well as in 
other daily activities such as the playground.

Our only goal is to protect the safety of your child!

Thank you.

"Not My Kid, Not My Stop"
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SCHOOL BUS SAFETY IS A TEAM ACTIVITY
TRAIN CHILDREN OVER & OVER & OVER AGAIN

The accident analysis identifies certain key trends which can guide us in working with students.  The 
key lessons learned are that boys and girls in grades K-3 who are getting off a bus are more suscep-
tible than other children to a fatal accident.  Such accidents usually take place from October to May.  
Students are most often struck by their own school bus, and secondarily by a passing motorist.  Un-
like fatalities, most student injuries occur when students are riding on the bus.

** WHAT CAN BE DONE?  **

EDUCATION, EDUCATION AND MORE EDUCATION.  The student age group that is most 
susceptible to a school bus accident must be thoroughly educated about the dangers of riding a school 
bus.  Student safety awareness (and, more important, their retention level) must be raised by frequent 
bus safety instruction.  The following programs are recommended to increase awareness and improve 
the retention of critical safety procedures by these children:

IN THE SCHOOL

Many products have been created by the State Education Department to help train the youngest, most 
vulnerable children. Other products have been created which are based on the State Ed materials.  
Many other safety products are available from other sources.  Be sure that what you use accurately 
displays the behaviors you want your children to follow.  Inaccurate training information is danger-
ous.  
 (1)  K-6 Classroom Curriculum for School Bus Safety provides lessons for various parts of the 

year covering all school bus safety topics (320 pages).

 (2)  Safety video, “Safe Crossing: An EGG-cellent Idea,”  is a ten minute video especially for 
younger elementary students which focuses on safe crossing and riding behaviors.

 (3)  “How to Cross Safely” poster is available in 17"x22" size for posting in classrooms and 
8"x10.5" size for posting in the bus.  The bus posters are a vinyl crack and peel material to stand 
up to the harsh environment inside a school bus.  The safety message of this poster is described 
fully on the next pages.

 

 (4)  School Bus Safety Activity Book is a 16 page coloring and activity book which uses 
illustrations from the K-6 Curriculum to stress the important topics of crossing, evacuation, 
danger zones, and riding safety.

 (5)  School Bus Safety Stickers are nine stickers with illustrations from the Activity Book which 
students can put on their lunch box or backpack to help them remember the safety guidelines.
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ON THE BUS

In addition to a bus driver’s day-to-day opportunity to train students in safety procedures, the three 
times a year BUS SAFETY DRILLS provide an additional opportunity for in-depth instruction.  
“Guidelines for a Quality Bus Safety Drill” are included in the appendix to this document.  

The most important safety tool for use on the bus is the SAFE CROSSING POSTER.  Schools 
should display the poster which illustrates the proper procedures for crossing in front of a school 
bus) so as to be at eye-level position to the 4-8 year old in classrooms and bus as they exit their 
classroom and bus.  A safety illustration, posted at eye-level position, affords these children the op-
portunity to observe this critical life saving message each time they depart the classroom and bus, 
thereby enhancing the awareness and retention of the safety message.  

Posters can be placed in a variety of areas in the 
classroom or on the bus, but posters near exits 
ensure children see this important message just 
as they embark on the most dangerous part of 
their trip to and from school.  

Teachers, parents, and bus drivers should em-
phasize the safety message depicted graphically 
in the poster.  The most vulnerable children are 
too young to retain information they read.  Once 
explained, the message in the illustration is eas-
ily understood by young children.  

A HIGHLY VISIBLE illustration will sublimi-
nally enhance the child’s ability to retain the 
important safety messages.  Professional, quality 
renditions of the crossing poster and other listed 
safety materials are available from the Pupil 
Transportation Safety Institute, 1-800-836-2210 
or www.ptsi.org.

THE ILLUSTRATION SHOWS FIVE "LIFE SAVING TIPS":

LIFE SAVING TIP #1 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . "CHECK BEFORE YOU STEP"

Students should be looking out the door for passing motorists and a safe space to step be-
fore they exit the bus....REASON....Buses are sometimes passed on the right side by inatten-
tive or impatient motorists.  If the student steps off the bus without checking first, he/she could 
be hit by a passing vehicle as they disembark.  
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The second reason for “check before you step” is that the student should be sure the driver has 
stopped the bus in a place that is safe to disembark.  The student should tell the driver if the 
bus is stopped in a deep puddle, close to a snowbank, or where there is no access to a safe space 
for the student to wait while the bus pulls away.  This is especially important when a substitute 
driver is on the route who might not know the route well. 

The third reason for “check before you step” is for drivers and students alike to be conscious of 
the possibility of drawstings, scarves, or backpack staps which can get caught on bus handrails, 
in the door as it closes, or on a fire extinguisher or anything else in the stepwell.  Over a dozen 
children have been dragged and killed in such accidents around the country.  A dragging “close 
call” occurred in our state during the past school year.  All school bus drivers must remain ex-
tremely vigilant about this danger!

LIFE SAVING TIP #2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . ."I SEE THE DRIVER, THE DRIVER SEES ME"

Students should be looking at the driver’s face while waiting to cross in front of the bus...REA-
SON...If a student can see the driver’s face, the driver should, therefore, be able to see the stu-
dent which means the child has removed him/herself out of the driver’s blind spot in front of the 
bus.  No accident report ever indicated the driver could see the child he or she ran over.  

“I SEE THE DRIVER, THE DRIVER SEES ME” is a phrase that’s easy for children (and adults) 
to learn and remember. Eye contact between driver and student is extremely important in the 
“crossing” situation.  The important point is...

VISUAL CONTACT BETWEEN DRIVER AND STUDENT IS CRITICAL

NOTE: If you drive a flat front, “transit style” 
bus, be sure to make the children walk at least 
“ten giant steps” in front of the bus to wait for 
your signal and cross.  If not, they could get 
into a habit of standing just a few feet in front 
of the bus and be in great danger if they hap-
pen to ride a conventional style bus sometime 
in the future.

LIFE SAVING TIP #3. . ."WAIT FOR THE 
DRIVER’S SIGNAL TO CROSS"

Students cannot see through the school bus 
when looking back to see if cars are coming.  
The school bus driver, properly utilizing all 
mirrors, is in a position to analyze what the 
traffic is doing.  It is only when the bus driv-
er is convinced that traffic is controlled that 
the driver gives the child the signal to cross the 
highway... utilizing proper crossing procedures 
while doing so. 
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Use the “Universal Crossing Signal.”  Hold 
hand with palm facing the student until it is safe 
to cross. Then with your thumb pointing up, 
index finger extended out (pointing), remain-
ing three fingers curled in toward the palm of 
the hand (like a clenched fist).  Driver points at 
the child and slowly motions from right to left 
(left to right, if loading) indicating that the child 
should proceed across the road following proper 
crossing procedures.

(NOTE: There has been some confusion about the symbolism of this signal.  It is not a “pistol” 
signal which could evoke the violence that haunts our society.  It is a TWO PART SIGNAL.  The 
“thumbs up” signal indicates that the coast is clear, and then the index finger points in the direction 
to travel.)

LIFE SAVING TIP #4. . ."LEFT, RIGHT AND LEFT AGAIN"

Students need to stop and look both ways as they cross in front of the bus...REASON...If students 
see passing motorist early enough, they should be less likely to be hit and more likely to retreat to 
safety if properly educated to do so.

When crossing a highway as a pedestrian, or entering an intersection when driving, the traffic we 
encounter that will reach us first is always coming from the left.  This being the case, children should 
be taught to look “LEFT, RIGHT THEN LEFT AGAIN”   It is also logical as children move to the 
outside edge of the bus as they cross the road that they look left first, because the view to the right 
has been clear as they initially entered the roadway. 

Students should practice stopping midway to check for oncoming traffic as they cross in front of the 
bus...REASON...stopping encourages children to look carefully for motorists, and to not run across 
the highway immediately upon discharge, which is very dangerous.

LIFE SAVING TIP #5. . ."USE BACKPACKS OR BOOK BAGS"

Students should carry books and other itmes in a backpack, tote bag, etc....REASON... 
Children are less likely to drop something that they may return to pick up and, while doing so, be 
run over by their own bus.  This happens all too often.

LIFE SAVING TIP #6: "HORN MEANS DANGER -- GO BACK"

The bus horn is our state’s “UNIVERSAL DANGER SIGNAL.”  If the bus driver perceives dan-
ger while the child is crossing, the horn means “get back to the side of the road you started from.”  
The horn provides the quickest and most reliable signal in this situation.  In an emergency, hand 
signals could be misinterpreted by the child, or hard to see because of glare or darkness.   Outside 
P.A. systems are not on all buses, and may not work well in very cold weather.  Using the PA to alert 
a child of an approaching vehicle might take too much time, too.

*****
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IN THE HOME

Parents should post the Crossing Poster in the bedroom of young children for continued reinforce-
ment of important safety procedures.

Parents should review school bus safety procedures on a regular basis with their children.

*****
EVERYWHERE

School bus drivers, teachers and parents should point out the location of the crossing poster and em-
phasize the safety message on it as often as possible.  Until the lesson is learned and the children are 
able to successfully demonstrate the safety procedures, the message should be repeated as follows:

 Weekly for children in grades K-3

 Once per month during the first week of each month for grades 4-6

 Once as follows for grades 7-12:

  lst week of school
  2nd week of November
  First five school days of January, March, and May

STRESS TO THE STUDENTS the importance of looking both ways as they cross the road.  Mo-
torists do not always stop for the flashing red lights of stopped school buses.  Train children to im-
mediately return to the protection of the bus if they see an approaching vehicle.

ENCOURAGE ALL STUDENTS, ESPECIALLY THOSE IN GRADES K-3, TO CARRY 
THEIR BELONGINGS IN A BACKPACK or totebag (or other type of carrier).  A backpack re-
duces the possibility of a student dropping an object near or under the bus, returning for it, and being 
run over the bus.

During the bus ride, a single carrying container on a child’s lap is more easily controlled than 3 
books, 2 drawings, 4 pencils and a lunch bag, etc.  Keeping student items together in a backpack is 
also safer during an accident...less clutter for everyone to work around during an evacuation.
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ROUTING AND DRIVING TIPS

Attempt to route all buses so as to eliminate the need for children to cross in front of the bus during 
loading or unloading, especially on busy or roads with poor sight-distance.

When children must cross in front of the bus, the following procedures are absolutely necessary:

(a) Identify all “crossers” on the driver’s student list and route sheet.  This is critical safety infor-
mation for the regular driver at the beginning of the school year, and for all substitute drivers during 
the year.

(b) Avoid discharging children where they must walk back along the side of the bus.  Children 
could slip and fall under the bus and be run over.

(c) Teach students the “UNIVERSAL CROSSING SIGNAL” for loading and crossing and the 
“UNIVERSAL DANGER SIGNAL” - the horn - to warn them of danger while crossing.

(d) If parents meet children who must cross the road at the bus stop, encourage them to meet 
their children as they exit the bus.  This results in the child crossing the road under parent supervi-
sion, which is safer.  Be sure parents also follow proper crossing procedures so their children will 
learn the correct way to cross.   Someday the parent won’t be there and the child will have to cross 
on his or her own.

(e) When discharging a mix of non-crossers and crossers at a bus stop, discharge the crossers 
first.  Observe their crossing carefully.  After all crossers have safely crossed the road, discharge the 
non-crossers.  Because motorists may drive by the exit door, children should look both ways before 
leaving the stairwell of the bus.  After all students are safely away from the bus (remember DMV’s 
15 Foot Law), proceed with caution, checking your OUTSIDE pedestrian mirrors as you begin to 
move.  It is extremely important to make sure all children are away from the bus BEFORE moving 
forward.  Never move the bus if there’s any question that a child isn’t at least 15 feet away.  There 
have been several incidents around the country of drivers closing bus doors on children’s garments 
or of draw strings getting caught in the door or handrail, and dragging a child down the street.  In 
February, 1996, a New York State student was killed in such an incident.  There were also New York 
State dragging fatalities in the 70’s and 80’s.  Many other close calls have been reported.  In 2003, a 
New York preschool child was dragged to his death when his mitten strings were snagged by the bus. 
And another very close call occurred when a driver shut an elementary-age child's backpack in the 
bus door and traveled 400' before realizing what he had done.  

NOTE:  By discharging crossers first, waiting motorists are more likely to remain stopped if they 
see children crossing the road.  If non-crossers are discharged first and waiting motorists observe 
no crossers, they’re more likely to become impatient and pass the bus when children are crossing.  
Separating crossers and non-crossers puts the school bus driver in a better position to control the dis-
charging students.  Bus drivers must also be sure that all students are seated before leaving the bus 
stop, as well as during the route.
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A driver’s undivided attention during the complex task of crossing is absolutely critical.  Drivers 
must also monitor motorists very closely during the entire crossing process.  Student lives have 
been saved by drivers who saw “out of control” motorists approaching the bus while students 
were outside the bus.  Drivers must be prepared to communicate with students AT EVERY MO-
MENT during the crossing procedure, and students must be taught to respond to the driver’s 
warning immediately.

Use these procedures when loading all children, not just crossers:

(a) Children who are not seated are vulnerable to greater injury in an accident or sudden 
braking or steering actions.  Be sure all children are properly seated before you move the bus.

(b) Use “MIDDLE LOADING” to keep children out of the front and rear seats whenever 
possible.  Because most accidents involve a bus striking something in front or being struck in 
the rear, most student passenger fatalities occur in the front or rearmost seats.  Use these seats 
only if the bus is completely full and be sure that they are emptied as soon as possible.

(c) Drop off all passengers after the following maneuvers, not before:

   1. Backing the bus.
   2. Making a right turn.

Children should always be on board the bus when backing or making a right turn near a bus 
stop.

REMEMBER...CHILDREN OUTSIDE THE BUS ARE 4.5 TIMES MORE VULNERABLE 
TO BEING KILLED THAN CHILDREN INSIDE THE BUS.

The most effective and economical safety insurance is that which is purchased with time...time 
spent to teach children safety procedures, and time required to pay extremely careful attention to 
children getting on or off your bus, at every single bus stop, every single day.

NOTE:  56% of all school bus fatalities since 1960 occurred when children were run over by 
their own bus.  Driver, parent AND student training, awareness and alertness of this fact are 
critical to eliminating these tragic incidents.  Cooperative programs to educate children, parents, 
teachers, administrators, board members and motorists are very important.

THANK YOU.  New York’s children are safer, because of you.  “FOR THE CHILDREN”
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Loading and Unloading Safety
NYS Procedures, Tips, and Cautions
for School Bus Drivers:  2006-2007

Most of these lifesaving safety procedures, tips, and cautions
were first developed by school bus drivers.  If you have a suggestion

to add, use the form at the end of this document.

A. STRICTLY ENFORCE SAFE CROSSING PROCEDURES

"Cross"

Courtesy of Pupil Transportation Safety Institute

"Wait"

1.    Establish eye contact between driver and student:  “I See 
You, You See Me.”

2.    With transit-style (flat front) buses, students should still 
be trained to walk out at least ten big steps - someday they 
may ride a conventional style bus again.

3.    Use the New York State Universal Crossing Signal when 
it’s safe for the child to cross, pointing in the direction you 
want the child to walk.

4.    Drivers and students must follow all safe crossing proce-
dures in the morning, too.

5.    Teach children the New York State Universal Danger Sig-
nal so they know what to do if a motorist fails to stop for 
your stopped bus.  If the bus driver honks the horn while 
the child is crossing, it means “return to the side of the road 
you started from at once!”

6.    When crossing, students must stop and check for traffic 
(looking carefully left, right, left, and listening carefully 
too) before entering the unprotected lane.

7.    Enforce Safe Crossing procedures with older students too 
- don’t give up on older students!  Safe crossing is a law.  
And, older students set an example to younger children on 
the bus.

8.    Don’t train discharging students to walk to a set loca-
tion before crossing, such as a tree or driveway - a substi-
tute driver may not stop the bus in exactly the same spot, 
and the students could be confused.

9.    On routes with bus attendants, children should still be 
taught to make eye contact with the driver and wait for the 
driver signal to proceed.  The attendant’s role is to accom-
pany the crossing child and make sure the correct crossing 
procedures are followed.  The attendant may not be there 
one day.  Young children need to learn how to cross the 
street on their own.
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B. COUNT AND RE-COUNT CHILDREN AT EVERY STOP, 
EVERY DAY
1.    If you’ve lost count of a child who’s gotten off your bus, secure the bus, shut it off, take the 

key with you, get out, and check under and around the bus.  Never take a chance! 

2.    Appoint a student bus helper to double-check your student count at each bus stop, from in-
side the bus.  It’s still the bus driver’s responsibility, but an extra set of eyes can only help.

C. ASSUME THE WORST WITH APPROACHING MOTORISTS
1.    Continually check for approaching traffic during the entire loading/unloading process.

2.    Keep children inside the bus until all visible traffic is stopped.

3.    Be alert for vehicles (trucks, motorcycles, snowmobiles, bikes) passing your bus on the right 
(passenger) side, or on the shoulder.  Train children to “check before they step” off the bus.  
Strictly enforce this safety procedure.

4.    Whenever possible, let traffic behind the bus pass before you arrive at the next bus stop.  Pull 
over only in a safe location, and come to a complete stop - don’t “troll” along the edge of the 
road, it’s dangerous and illegal.  Be very careful when pulling onto a shoulder - watch out for 
drop-offs, soft shoulders, etc.

5.    Activate yellow school bus flashers well in advance of the bus stop 
- two utility poles, or about 300', in residential areas, and further on 
higher speed roads, roads with limited visibility, during bad weather, 
or in heavy traffic conditions.

6.    Even emergency vehicles (police, ambulance, fire) should stop for 
a school bus stopped with its red school bus flashers activated, but 
don’t assume they will stop.  If it’s possible to do so safely, abort the 
loading or unloading process and let the emergency vehicle pass - 
it’s for everyone’s good.  Funeral processions have been known to 
drive through school bus flashing lights too - be careful.

7.    Be careful motioning students to their seats after they’ve boarded 
the bus - waiting motorists have mistakenly interpreted this as a signal to proceed past the bus.

D. RESIST DISTRACTION DURING LOADING OR UNLOADING
1.    Do not use the internal overhead mirror inside the bus while loading or unloading children.  

Your attention must be focused outside the bus until you’re safely away from the bus stop.  The 
internal mirror can be the most dangerous piece of equipment on a bus.

2.    Check on student behavior and address any problems well ahead of the bus stop.  Dealing 
with onboard behavior problems that occur as children are getting on or off must wait until the 
bus is safely away from the loading zone.

3.    Silence your onboard students as you load or unload.  Flash dome lights on and off as a sig-
nal for silence during critical driving tasks such as loading and unloading.  

E. STAY ALERT FOR SPECIAL DANGERS
1.    Kindergarten through third-grade children are most vulnerable to a loading and unloading 

accident.  Young children are short and harder to see near your bus.  They are  
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2.    impulsive and inexperienced in traffic.  Be extremely cautious when loading or discharging 
young children!

3.    Take-home routes are the most dangerous.  Children may be pent-up with energy after school 
- and bus drivers are tired.

4.    By-own-bus accidents - children being run over by their own buses - are the most common 
type of student school bus fatality.  Understand the danger and use extreme caution.

5.    Beware spring fever.  The most dangerous months for by-own-bus fatalities are December to 
May.  Children, and bus drivers, may get sloppy about safety procedures after school has been 
in session for several months.  “Pinch yourself!” - remember that an accident can occur in a 
split-second of inattention.

6.    Children should be on board whenever the bus backs up.  Minimize backing - all backing is 
dangerous, and especially backing near bus stops.  Use a bus attendant or a reliable student as a 
spotter, from the inside rear of your bus.  Back only at approved  turnarounds.

7.    At bus stops located near corners, children should be on the bus when the bus turns 
right.  The rear duals of a bus can “track” over the curb and run over a child on the corner.  
Pick up children before turns and drop them off after turns.

8.    School loading areas can be congested and hazardous.  Be ex-
tremely alert in school bus loops!

9.    Group stops (at trailer parks, apartment complexes, etc.) can be 
very challenging - watch out!  Train students to wait for the bus in 
an orderly manner, and insist that discharging children move im-
mediately away from the bus to prearranged spot.

10.    Stops with mixed crossers and non-crossers can be challeng-
ing.  The potential for confusion is high.  Discharge crossers first 
- then non-crossers.  Children who must cross should be clearly 
indicated on the route sheet.

11.    If several students are crossing, they should cross as a group.  Don’t let children straggle 
across one at a time - it’s harder to keep tabs on them, and waiting motorists are more likely to 
lose patience.

12.    Be aware of children carrying loose papers.  Tell children to keep belongings in a backpack or 
book bag.  

13.    Watch out for children’s clothing with dangling straps, drawstrings, or mitten strings.  Bus 
handrails, doors, even fire-extinguishers mounted near the exit can snag loose clothing as chil-
dren get off the bus.  Watch out for children wearing bulky winter coats and hoods - they can’t 
see traffic or other hazards.

14.    Be alert for students trying to retrieve an item from the external luggage compartment on 
your bus at school or at a bus stop.  

15.    Don’t run early or late on your route - children can become confused, creating a dangerous 
situation.  If the bus is early in the morning, children might chase after it without watching for 
dangers.  If the bus is late, children may become confused and try to board another bus, or get 
on at another stop.  Dangerous situations can result. 

16.    When facing another school bus while loading or unloading children, make eye contact with 
the other bus driver.  Be sure both of you are finished loading or unloading before proceeding. 

17.    In heavy fog, get off the road to a safe area and stop in a safe area.  Wait for fog to lift or 
for further instructions from your supervisor.  Use 4-way hazard flashers (and roof-mounted 
strobe lights if equipped).  If you encounter dense fog approaching a bus stop and are worried 
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that traffic behind you may not stop for your stopped bus, you might need to go past the stop.  
Train children ahead of time to wait well back from the roadway, especially in foggy condi-
tions.  Explain that they should go back inside or wait in a safe area until conditions have im-
proved if their bus goes past the stop.  Always alert base by radio, at once, if you can’t make a 
stop for any reason. 

18.    Be alert for pranks at bus stops the last week of school (water 
fights, jumping out of bus exits, etc.) - don’t let yourself become 
rattled, children have been run over in the chaos.  Report any 
rumor about planned pranks to your supervisor ahead of time.

F. CORRECTLY ADJUST MIRRORS ON EACH 
BUS DRIVEN EACH DAY
1.    Checking mirror adjustment is one of the most important parts 

of a pre-check.  Never drive a bus whose mirrors are out of ad-
justment.  It is against the law, and dangerous to children.

2.    Are you sure your mirrors show you what they should according 
to state and federal regulations?  Ask for assistance from a mechanic, trainer, or supervisor.  
Front pedestrian (crossover) mirrors should show a seated bus driver the entire area in 
front of the bus hidden by the bus hood, from the front bumper forward to where direct vi-
sion of the ground is possible.

3.    Check both pedestrian (crossover) and driving mirrors for children in or near the danger 
zones just before resuming forward motion, and keep checking driving mirrors as you pull 
slowly forward to watch for children running up to the bus from any direction.  

4.    Pull away from the bus stop at low (idle) speed so you can stop quickly if a child suddenly ap-
pears near your bus.

5.    Mirrors can be deceptive - force yourself to search mirrors slowly and carefully. Quick glanc-
es can easily miss a child.  Search for children who have tripped and are lying on the ground, 
not just for children standing up; search for children wearing dark or low-contrast clothing.

6.    Mirrors create blindspots.  Move in the bus seat to “look around” mirrors before moving for-
ward.  Don’t check mirrors only while leaning over to close the bus door.  Your view into the 
mirrors is distorted.  You could fail to see a child.

G. RESIST THE TEMPTATION TO RUSH
1.    Driver rushing has been a factor in many school bus accidents - including by-own-bus fatali-

ties. 

2.    Remember:  “One bus stop at a time.”  Focus on what’s happening as you load and unload 
children at the stop you’re at.  Keep other thoughts and concerns out of your mind at this “mo-
ment of truth.”

3.    Focus and concentration are the signs of a professional.  If you are worrying about personal 
problems or thinking about errands you need to do after work, you can’t load and unload chil-
dren safely.

4.    Report unrealistic route times to your supervisor, or your School Bus Driver Instructor 
(SBDI).  Don’t give in to unrealistic time pressures on your route.  “Safety first, schedule  
second.”
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5.    Never move the bus if children are within 15' on any side.  It’s against the law and very 
dangerous.  Don’t allow students to walk back along the side of the bus.

6.    If you miss a stop by mistake, never back up - go around the block, even if it’s a long one.  
Alert base by radio.  Backing is dangerous - especially near a bus stop.  You could easily back 
over a child.

7.    Substitute drivers must avoid rushing too.  If a sub starts a route late, he or she should finish 
it late.  Trying to “make up time” while driving a school bus is a recipe for tragedy.

8.    Rushing doesn’t just mean breaking the speed limit - in a school bus you can rush at 20 mph.  
Rushing means you’re not being alert to potential dangers around your vehicle.

H. UNDERSTAND ROUTE AND BUS STOP SAFETY
1.    Never change the location of a bus stop (pick-up or drop-off) without approval from 

your supervisor.  Personal liability could result if a child was hurt and it was proven you had 
changed the location of the bus stop.  Never alter your route without official approval!

2.    If a child is waiting for your bus on the wrong side of the road, or at an unapproved stop, 
pick the child up that day as safely as you can, but alert base by radio and talk to your supervi-
sor about the situation as soon as you return to base.  Use good judgment and keep children’s 
safety foremost when unexpected situations arise on your route.

3.    You are the eyes and ears of the transportation department.  Report any unusual hazards, 
such as dangerous cross-overs, to your supervisor.

4.    When loading or unloading children, stop your bus toward the right of the driving lane, 
positioned straight ahead and not at an angle - try not to leave more than 18" of driving 
lane on the right side of your bus.  This makes it harder for a vehicle to pass your bus on the 
right side.

5.    Under normal circumstances, don’t pull onto a shoulder when loading or 
unloading children - however, if a wide shoulder or a bike lane is present at a 
bus stop, you may need to stop your bus more to the right.  According to NYS 
DMV, it’s not against the law to stop a school bus on the shoulder of a high-
way (other than an interstate highway) when picking up or discharging pas-
sengers. Every bus stop is unique.  Ask your supervisor or SBDI for guidance.

6.    In the morning, stop your bus before pulling right next to students waiting 
for your bus.  Make students walk to your bus - it’s safer.  Pulling up next 
to children could result in a tragedy in slippery weather or if a child moves 
suddenly into the road.  Train waiting children to wait until your bus is fully 
stopped, and until you signal them it’s safe, before moving towards your bus. 

7.    Bus stops on corners can be confusing to motorists entering a road from an intersecting 
road.  Work with your supervisor to place bus stops safely back from intersections whenever 
possible.

8.    Train yourself to search for unusual hazards as you approach each bus stop - criminal ac-
tivity, strangers, dogs, cars backing from driveways, construction equipment, snow banks, etc.  
You can’t be too careful today.

I. USE SAFETY EQUIPMENT PROFESSIONALLY
1.    Secure your bus at every bus stop, whether one child or 10 children are assigned to that stop.  

Set the parking or emergency brake regardless of whether you’re driving a bus with automatic 
or standard transmission, air or hydraulic brakes.   
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2.    Let your foot rest lightly on the service (foot) brake while your bus is stopped to load or un-
load children.  Brake lights help wake up approaching motorists.

3.    When ready to resume forward motion after children have gotten on or off, take special care 
that the transmission is in “Drive” before releasing the emergency or parking brake.  You 
don’t want your bus to roll back.  

4.    Never move your bus with its door open and the red school bus flashers activated.  It’s 
illegal and confusing to motorists.

5.    When it’s dark, use your dome lights if you must cross children (for instance, early in the 
morning during the winter).  The Universal Crossing signal may be more visible to children 
outside the bus.  However, be careful that dome lights don’t create glare that makes it even 
harder to see.

6.    If your bus is equipped with an external P.A. system, use it to supplement the Universal 
Crossing hand signal when crossing students, but not to replace it.  Equipment can always 
break down.  A spare bus might not be equipped with a P.A. system.  Children need to be con-
stantly reminded about the Universal Crossing signal.

7.    If your bus is equipped with a crossing gate, think of it mainly as a training tool for children.  
Don’t rely on crossing gates to keep children away from the bus.  No piece of safety equipment 
is foolproof.  Children are unpredictable.  Don’t use a bus equipped with a crossing gate (or 
any other piece of safety equipment, required or optional) if it’s not in working order.

8.    Check frequently to make sure your Master Switch is activated and your school bus flashers 
are working during the route.  Check your “pilot” light next to the Master Switch, or your stop 
arm, to make sure they’re working.  Double-check the Master Switch after crossing railroad 
tracks, to make sure you’ve reactivated it.

9.    The most important piece of safety equipment on a bus is a professional, alert, caring school 
bus driver.

J. EDUCATE CHILDREN
1.    Children learn by repetition, repetition, repeti-

tion!  Remind kids about safe crossing proce-
dures every time they get off your bus.  You 
don’t need to give them a speech,  but say some-
thing every day that will keep safety in the fore-
front of their minds as they exit the bus.  Daily 
instruction of children who must cross the road 
is a law - and a good one!  Daily reminders save 
children’s lives.

2.    Stress to children that they should never return 
if they drop something near or under the bus.  
However, be prepared for the unexpected - chil-
dren may do so anyway.  Training is very impor-
tant, but children will always be unpredictable.    

3.    Use bus safety drills to test students’ mastery 
of loading and unloading procedures.  Conduct 
drills in an isolated section of a parking lot so 
you can let students practice crossing procedures 
safely.  Ask your supervisor or SBDI for help.
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4.    Crossing children must be crystal-clear about what driver signals mean.  A single moment 
of confusion could cost a child’s life if a car is speeding toward your bus.  Teach children to 
check carefully for traffic before crossing, and to return to the safe curb if you sound the horn 
(“Universal Danger Signal”)..

5.    Teach children they must ignore grandparents, parents, or friends while crossing in front of 
the bus.  A distracted child could run across the road without waiting for the driver signal and 
be struck by a passing motorist - it’s happened.  If parents or grandparents don’t understand the 
safety reason for this, ask your supervisor to give them a courtesy call.

6.    Teach children not to place too much faith in red school bus flashers.  Remind children that 
the road is a dangerous place, and that cars will drive by the bus!

7.    Train students to wait for the bus safely back from the road, in an orderly line.  Many 
school bus drivers have been very successful at teaching children to wait in an orderly fashion.

8.    Teach children about mail box dangers.  Don’t let students stand at the mail box right next to 
the road as your bus pulls away from the stop.  Don’t let them run across the street behind your 
bus to pick up the mail.  If their parents permit it, children can get the mail after the bus has 
left the area.

9.    The State Education Department’s “How To Cross Safely” poster should be mounted in ev-
ery New York State school bus.  Make sure there’s one in your bus.  But safety posters don’t do 
anything unless bus drivers use them as teaching tools on a regular basis.

10.    Coloring books, stickers, certificates, buttons, etc. are great ways to reinforce safe crossing 
procedures with younger kids.  

11.    All kindergarten children should 
view the State Education Depart-
ment’s “Safe Crossing:  an ‘Egg-
Cellent’ Idea” training video.  The 
video teaches children critical safe-
ty procedures such as how to get on 
and off a bus, how to cross the road 
in front of the bus, what the “Uni-
versal Crossing” and “Universal 
Danger” Signals are, what to do if 
they drop an item near the bus, etc.  
All school districts and bus companies should already have a copy of this video, or new copies 
can be purchased for a small amount from PTSI. 

12.    Driver-in-the-Classroom bus safety programs to reinforce loading and unloading safety 
make a big difference.  Many wonderful New York State school bus drivers have volunteered to 
offer safety training to children in the classroom.  If your school system doesn’t have a “driver-
in-the-classroom” program yet, talk to your supervisor or SBDI about what it would take to get 
one going. 

K. ALWAYS EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED FROM CHILDREN
1.    Err on the side of caution - trust your intuition.  Children’s lives have been saved when bus 

drivers “just didn’t feel right” and checked under their buses.  Young children will do almost 
anything around a bus.  Children have crawled under buses, crawled into wheel wells, climbed 
on bumpers, played with crossing gates, grabbed hold of mirrors, etc. In some of these inci-
dents, an attentive bus driver discovered the child; in others, the child was run over by the bus 
and killed.  
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2.    Watch out for children running after a bus they missed as it pulls away from the bus 
stop.  If a child isn’t at the bus stop in the morning, be especially careful as you pull away.  
The child may be late and could chase after the bus.  Check the surrounding area carefully 
before you pull away. 

3.    Be alert for parents following your bus in their own cars to catch the bus at a later stop 
- or even at a traffic light!  Children could run up to the bus door unexpectedly, just as you 
pull away.

4.    Watch out for students slipping off the bus while you are focused on crossers outside 
the bus.  Don’t leave the door fully open - just “crack” it enough to keep the red school 
bus flashers activated.  With air doors, place your right arm across the aisle to keep chil-
dren from going out the door.

5.    Watch out for a student on the bus signaling to a motorist outside to proceed past the 
school bus flashers - it’s actually happened!

6.    Be alert for unsupervised younger brothers and sisters 
near a bus stop.  Tragedies have occurred when preschool 
children have rushed to meet an older brother or sister getting 
off the bus.  Report to your supervisor or an SBDI any unsu-
pervised children playing at or near a bus stop.

7.    Snow banks near bus stops can be dangerous.  Check care-
fully for kids playing or climbing on snow banks, or hiding 
behind them.  Never discharge a child directly into a snow-
bank or any other unsafe situation.

8.    Be alert for last-second warnings from others just before 
moving your bus away from a bus stop - from other motorists, other bus drivers, parents or 
teachers outside the bus, or even children on board your bus.  Someone might have seen a 
child under or near your bus.  Take warnings seriously.  

9.    Silence students and turn the am-fm radio down at each bus stop, so you can hear 
warnings.  It’s also a good idea to open the driver window at busstop, to hear better.

10.    If no one is home to receive a young child or a child with special needs, radio base and 
ask for guidance before proceeding.  Know your school or company policy about dropping 
young children off.  Never force a child off the bus who seems frightened or confused.  
Ask base what you should do.

L. USE MIDDLE LOADING WHENEVER POSSIBLE
1.    In the morning, keep children out of the rear and front seats until all other seats are 

filled.  In the afternoon, empty the rear and front seats first.  Train children to fill the mid-
dle seats first.  Children in rear and front seats may be more vulnerable to injury in certain 
types of severe collisions. 

2.    Middle loading saves lives.  It has been recommended by the State Education Department 
for many years.  

3.    Middle loading is especially important on bus routes with high speed truck traffic.

4.    Teach children why you don’t want them in the back or front seats if the bus isn’t full. 
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M. LISTEN TO CHILDREN
1.    Don’t force children off the bus if they tell you they should get off someplace else - they 

may be pulling your leg, or they may be telling the truth.  Always use your radio to check with 
base when unexpected situations arise on a route.

2.    Train children to remind the bus driver every day if they have to cross the road after getting 
off the bus.  Getting children involved like this helps them remember safety procedures.  Sub-
stitute drivers really benefit from this tip!

3.    If children say there’s a problem, take it seriously.  Maybe they’re joking - maybe not.  
Tragedies have occurred when drivers ignored children’s warnings.

N. EDUCATE PARENTS AND TEACHERS
1.    Explain the importance of bookbags or backpacks to parents and teachers.  Bookbags and 

backpacks reduce the chance that a child will drop an item near the bus.  Some drivers carry 
plastic grocery bags on the bus for kids who have forgotten their bookbags.

2.    Explain the danger of dangling drawstrings, straps, or mitten strings to parents.  Parents 
should buy coats and sweatshirts with short drawstrings.

3.    Large, distracting, or fragile items should not be carried on the bus.  Parents should bring 
such items to school.  Children’s safety is more important than parents’ convenience.

4.    Encourage parents to reinforce loading and unloading safety procedures at home.  For 
instance, parents of very young children can practice the crossing procedure in the driveway 
using the family car.  Parent training is a huge help!  Give parents copies of the “How to Cross 
Safely” poster.

5.    Seek parent and school assistance in reinforcing safe behavior on bus.  Parents can be 
powerful safety allies.  Help parents understand how student behavior problems could distract 
the bus driver and result in a tragedy.

6.    Regularly remind your school and the whole community about the importance of never passing 
a stopped school bus.  Take part in the annual “Operation Safe Stop” campaign in your area 
- its goal is to remind the public to stop for school buses.  Work with Parent-Teacher Associa-
tions, civic associations, law enforcement, and local media to develop ongoing educational 
campaigns.  Place posters in local stores, churches, and offices.  Write a letter to the editor 
about the importance of stopping for school buses.  Ask local politicians and Traffic Safety 
Boards to help remind the public to stop for stopped school buses.
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LOADING AND UNLOADING TIP 
“I would like to share the following loading and unloading 

safety tip with other school bus drivers in NYS.”

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Name (if you wish): _______________________________________________________

Where employed (if you wish): ______________________________________________

Send safety tip to:

Pupil Transportation Safety Institute

224 Harrison St, Suite 300, Syracuse, NY  13202

or

fax it:  315-475-5033    or   email it:  jim@ptsi.org

or

give it to your local School Bus Driver Instructor (SBDI)

who can submit it to the state’s training program.

THANKS FOR CARING ABOUT CHILDREN’S SAFETY!



2006 SBSIOBSAAT   page 34

Highway-Rail Crossing Safety
NYS Procedures, Tips, and Cautions
for School Bus Drivers:  2006-2007

The worst school bus accident in New York State occurred March 24, 1972 in Congers, Rockland 
County.  Five children were killed.  These procedures, tips, and cautions for school bus drivers are 
dedicated to those who lost their lives in the Congers tragedy, and to their families and community.  

If you have suggestions to add to this list, send in the form at the end of this document.

A. KNOW YOUR BUS
1.    Any vehicle transporting school children in New York State is a “school bus” and must stop at 

all tracks and follow all highway-rail crossing safety procedures.  This includes small vehicles 
being used as school buses, such as Suburbans, vans, and school cars.  Be very careful when 
stopping at railroad tracks in a small “non-yellow” school vehicle, as other motorists may not 
expect you to stop.

2.    School buses with or without passengers must stop at railroad tracks in New York State.

3.    Know the length of your bus.  You must know if your bus will fit safely on the other side 
of the tracks, or between multiple tracks.  Some operations indicate the specific length (and 
height and weight) of the bus on a card taped to the dash of each bus.

4.    Be aware of blind spots on your bus (mirrors, structural posts and pillars, fans, etc.) which 
could prevent you from seeing an approaching train.  Compensate for “view obstructions” on 
your bus by “rocking before you roll” across railroad tracks.

5.    Learn how to use “Reference Points” on your bus to know how far you are from the tracks.  
You should be able to accurately determine the distance both in front of and behind your bus.  
Because drivers are not all the same height, and because there are many different designs and 
styles of buses, reference points must be determined for each individual bus.  Learning to use 
reference points is simple.  Ask your trainer or School Bus Driver Instructor (SBDI) to teach 
you how to establish reference points on your bus.

B. KNOW THE ROUTE
1.    Before you leave on a field trip or on an unfamiliar route, find out about highway-rail cross-

ings you will encounter.  Talk to other drivers who have driven to that destination before, or to 
your supervisor or SBDI, about any unique features about railroad crossings you will encoun-
ter, and any safety tips they can share.

2.     Highway-rail crossings should be clearly noted on all route sheets.  Being a substitute 
driver is a difficult job.  If you are a sub, check the route sheet ahead of time for any highway-
rail crossings.  Whenever possible, talk to the regular driver about the highway-rail crossings 
on the route you will be driving.  Ask ahead of time about any unusual or challenging features.

3.    Learn the train schedules for crossings on your route, but remember that trains are often off 
schedule.  Unscheduled freight trains could come at any time, from either direction.  “Any 
time is train time.”  

Courtesy of Pupil Transportation Safety Institute
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C. PREPARE TO MAKE THE STOP
1.    Well before you arrive at a crossing, check traffic behind you.  Are vehicles following your 

bus too closely?  Are there large vehicles behind your bus which might be able to push your 
bus onto the tracks?  Be especially careful when driving a small non-yellow school vehicle.

2.    Activate your 4-way hazard flashers early enough to alert vehicles behind you.  Turn 
on your 4-way flashers at least 200' before the tracks in town, and at least 300' or more on 
higher speed roads.  If necessary, tap your brakes lightly to “wake up” motorists behind 
your bus.  Do NOT use either your red or yellow school bus flashers approaching or when 
stopped at railroad tracks.  School bus flashers are for passenger loading and unloading only.  
Train yourself to turn off your school bus flasher master switch at the same time you turn 
your 4-way hazard flashers on.  Link the two actions together to avoid accidentally activat-
ing your school bus flashers when you open the door after stopping at the tracks.

3.    If possible, collect traffic behind your bus as you approach a railroad crossing.  By slow-
ing down well before the tracks, vehicles behind your bus will also be forced to slow down, 
preparing them for your stop.  This tip is especially important when driving a smaller school 
vehicle or school car which is not yellow.  Other motorists may not be expecting you to stop.

4.     As you approach a crossing on multi-lane roads, move to the right lane.  Stop at the 
tracks in the right lane so other traffic can go around your bus on the left.  Do not pull clear 
off the road onto the shoulder, though - stay in the driving lane.  If you must be in the left 
lane in order to make a left turn immediately after crossing the tracks, take extra care to alert 
traffic behind you that you are going to stop at the tracks.  Vehicles in the left lane are often 
traveling faster and may be less prepared to stop.

5.    Quiet your students, and turn off the am-fm radio, fans and heaters before you get to 
the stop.  If your bus is equipped with a “Noise Kill” switch, use it.  Hearing a train is im-
possible in a noisy bus.  Teach your students to be quiet at every set of tracks.  Explain why 
it’s important.  Some school districts and bus companies teach children a standard signal for 
“silence, please - right now,” such as blinking the dome lights on or off or raising their hand 
in a “V” signal.  Report students who refuse to cooperate.  

D. STOP
1.    Always stop your bus 15 to 50 feet from the nearest rail.   Stop with or without passengers 

on board.  Stop at the point between 15 and 50 feet that gives you the best visibility down 
the tracks in both directions.  If there’s a stop line on the roadway, stop before it.  Do not 
stop past a warning gate (unless you must make a second stop to improve your view down 
the tracks before crossing - see VISIBILITY PROBLEMS, below.  In such a case, never 
stop closer than 6 feet from the closest track.).

2.     Check again for traffic behind the bus after you’ve come to a stop.  Stay alert for a vehicle 
closing on your bus at high speed.  Leave your 4-way flashers on. 

3.    Always make a full and complete stop at the crossing.  Never make a “rolling stop” even at 
tracks that are seldom used.  Do not allow yourself to be rushed in any way at highway-rail 
crossings.  Being in a hurry is incompatible with school bus safety.

4.    Never stop your bus on the tracks, or in the danger zone within 6' of the tracks, for any 
reason. 
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E. CHECK FOR TRAINS AND CLEARANCE ACROSS THE 
TRACKS
1.    Double-check to make sure your school bus flasher master switch is off before opening the 

bus door. 

2.    After the bus is stopped, open the driver’s window and entrance door.  Opening the window 
and door helps you hear and see better.  Open the door at all crossings.  Opening the door at 
railroad tracks is a recommendation of the State Education Department, the Department of 
Motor Vehicles, the Federal Railroad Administration, Operation Lifesaver, the National Safety 
Council, and the Pupil Transportation Safety Institute.  If you are driving a small school ve-
hicle such as a school car or suburban, don't try to open a passenger door or your driver door 
- just open the driver's window and listen carefully.

3.    Look and listen carefully for trains in both directions.  Search carefully in both directions 
down the track more than once.  Avoid complacency!  Unless you remain alert and fully aware 
of the potential danger at every crossing, it’s possible to turn your head back and forth without 
really seeing anything!  Because trains approach from a fixed angle, it’s easy to miss them un-
less you look directly and carefully in their direction.  Even though trains are very large, the 
field of vision they take up as they approach is small.  

4.    Move actively in your seat to be sure a train isn’t hidden in a blind spot on your bus - always 
“rock before you roll.”  

5.    Check the status of all warning signals (flashing lights, bells, gates) at the crossing before 
beginning to cross.  Warning signals are designed to alert motorists that a train is approaching 
well before it is visible.  The flashing lights and bells should activate at least 20 seconds before 
the train arrives at the crossing.  Don’t make the mistake of only checking for trains that are 
visible.  Tip:  watch the crossing gate on the opposite side of the road for signal activation as 
you proceed across the tracks - you can’t see the one you’ve already passed!

6.    Be sure there is adequate clearance across the tracks before beginning to cross.  You should 
be able to stop far enough past the tracks to allow 15' safe clearance behind your bus.  If you’re 
not absolutely certain your bus will fit in the available space across the tracks, don’t commit.  
Don’t begin to cross if traffic on the other side of the tracks is still in the process of clearing 
out the available space - a vehicle could stall or stop suddenly for some other reason, and your 
bus could be stuck on the tracks.

7.    If you see or hear a train while stopped at a safe distance from the tracks, or the flashing lights, 
bells, or gates activate, secure the bus (set the parking brake).  Leave your foot resting 
lightly on the service brake pedal so motorists will still see brake lights and realize you aren’t 
moving forward.  Once you are sure all traffic is stopped behind you, remove your foot. 

8.    Once a train has passed and completely cleared the crossing, repeat the process of silencing 
the bus and carefully checking for trains before proceeding.  A second train could be close-
ly behind the first - never proceed across the tracks as soon as one train has passed. 

F. CROSS THE TRACKS
1.    If you are certain the tracks are clear in both directions, and warning signals do not in-

dicate an approaching train, close the door and proceed quickly across the tracks. Don’t 
move the bus with the door open.  Once you have made an informed and considered decision 
to cross, don’t hesitate.  Indecision at this point could expose your bus to more danger.  

2.    In a bus with standard transmission, don’t shift gears while crossing the tracks.  It’s against 
the law.  In buses with automatic transmissions, there is no need to manually downshift be-
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fore crossing.  Use “Drive” as you normally would when starting up from any stop.  Attempt-
ing unfamiliar procedures increases the risk of a mistake.

3.    Do not dawdle crossing the tracks.  Even though tracks can be bumpy for your passengers, 
do not go so slow that you expose them to danger any longer than necessary.  (When transport-
ing children with special medical conditions, extra caution may be necessary to avoid injuring 
them on bumpy tracks.)

4.    If the warning signals (flashing lights, bells, or gates) activate just as you begin to cross, 
continue quickly across unless a train is obviously bearing down on the crossing.  Warning 
signals should activate when the train is about 20 seconds from the crossing.  This is ample 
time to cross the tracks and out of harm’s way.  Panic or indecision at this point could be 
deadly - move quickly across the tracks. Don’t try to back up - it could take to long, or another 
vehicle behind the bus could trap you on the tracks.  If you’ve already stopped and carefully 
checked for trains, you are not breaking the law to continue across at this point.  It’s the safest 
thing to do.  If the crossing gate comes down on top of your bus as you are going across, keep 
going.  The gates are designed to break.  If a gate does strike your bus as you cross, stop in a 
safe location after crossing and contact base by radio for guidance.  

G. LEAVING THE CROSSING
1.    After crossing tracks, leave your four-way hazard flashers on until your bus has resumed 

“road speed” for that particular area.  Don’t turn them off as soon as you’ve cleared the 
tracks.  Your bus still represents a hazard until it has reached the speed of other traffic in the 
area.

2.    Turn off your four-way hazard flashers and turn back on your school bus flasher master 
switch.  Link the two actions together - turning off the four-way hazard flashers and turning 
on the school bus master switch at the same time - to make it easier to remember.  Forgetting 
to turn the master switch back on could be a serious safety problem at the next bus stop.  Train 
yourself to double-check your master switch to make sure it’s “on” as you approach the first 
bus stop after crossing railroad tracks.  You should periodically check to make sure your school 
bus flashers are working along the route.

H. AT MULTIPLE TRACKS
1.    Multiple tracks can be more dangerous than single tracks.  After one train has passed, a train 

on another set of tracks could be approaching.  It could be hidden behind the first train.  Be 
very careful. 

2.    If multiple tracks are close together, without room to stop safely between them, and not guard-
ed by separate warning signals (lights, bell, or gates), only one stop should be made before 
proceeding.  Stop, look, and listen carefully just as at a single track.  Check very, very care-
fully in both directions.

3.    If you are sure there is adequate room to stop your bus between multiple tracks, you 
should stop at each set and perform another careful check for trains.  Be sure there is room 
both in front of and behind your bus.  Both the front and rear of your bus should be at least 15' 
from the nearest rail.  Be aware of vehicles behind your bus that may not be expecting you to 
stop at the next set of tracks - leave your four-way hazard flashers on.

4.    Check for clearance across all sets of tracks.  Do not proceed onto a multi-track crossing 
unless you are absolutely sure you can cross all the tracks without stopping for any reason.  If 
traffic ahead of your bus is lined up and beginning to move across the tracks, wait until all ve-
hicles are off all sets of tracks before beginning to cross.
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5.    If a train is passing at a multi-track crossing, wait until it’s approximately 1000' or 15 sec-
onds beyond the crossing and you are certain it’s not hiding another train approaching 
on another track before proceeding.  After one train has passed, repeat the complete process 
of silencing the bus and carefully looking and listening for trains before proceeding.  Don’t be 
in a hurry.

I. VISIBILITY PROBLEMS AT CROSSINGS
1.    Although federal and state agencies recommend that highway-rail crossings have 1000' of vis-

ibility down the tracks in both directions, many crossings have limited visibility in one or 
both directions.  The view can be blocked by buildings, signs, trees or brush, signal boxes, 
railroad equipment, or because of the angle at which the tracks intersect the roadway.  Visibil-
ity problems can represent a serious challenge to the school bus 
driver who must cross tracks with a bus load of children.  

2.    If there are visibility problems at a highway-rail crossing you 
must use, ask your supervisor or SBDI to help determine the 
safest possible strategy for that particular crossing.  Each 
challenging crossing is unique, requiring its own specific strat-
egy about exactly where to stop the bus for best visibility, etc.  A 
team approach is the best way to figure out the safest possible 
strategy.  Involve local law enforcement, railroad safety person-
nel, NYS DOT, and Operation Lifesaver.  Visit the crossing in a 
school bus.  

3.    Find out local train schedules, and arrange to observe a train at the challenging crossing. 
Observing a train gives you an idea of how the quickly the train closes on the intersection, 
where it will first become visible from the bus driver’s seat, and how much time it takes from 
the moment the train is first visible to when it reaches the crossing.  (But...never assume that 
trains will always be on schedule.  Unscheduled or late trains could arrive at any time.)

4.    In some cases the railroad can improve visibility by cutting trees or brush, or moving or re-
moving other obstructions.  

5.    In some cases it may be necessary to make a second 
stop, after your initial mandatory stop between 15 and 
50', to increase your view down the tracks at a cross-
ing with severe visibility problems.  If the second stop 
is past the warning gate, the gate could come down on 
your bus if the signals activate.  Other vehicles that 
don’t expect you to make a second stop could run into 
the back of your bus.  Discuss the entire scenario step-
by-step  ahead of time with your supervisor and SBDI 
to work out the details of the safest possible strategy for 
the crossing, and to clarify any confusions. 

6.    No matter what strategy you devise with your super-
visor and SBDI, never, never, never stop your bus 
within the danger zone - 6' or closer to the the near-
est rail.  Loosened shipping materials on a train can 
stick out several feet from the tracks, or you could be 
bumped from behind and knocked into harm’s way if 
you’re closer than that.

Parallel tracks
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7.    Making a turn across tracks from a parallel road:  if you have to make a right turn directly 
across tracks from a road running parallel to them, be very careful.  It’s hard to see back down 
the tracks when your bus is parallel to them, and it may be difficult to determine if there is 
adequate clearance on the other side of the tracks.  You may need to look back through the 
second, third, or fourth passenger window to see down the tracks.  Talk with your supervisor or 
SBDI about ways you could re-route to avoid such a challenging situation.  For instance, a left 
turn over parallel tracks usually allows the bus driver better visibility.  If you must turn right 
to cross tracks from a road running parallel to them, try to position your bus at an angle before 
the turn to increase your view back down the tracks.  You may also be able to use your west 
coast mirror to look back down the tracks.  Students might also help you check back down the 
tracks for trains - of course, safety is still the driver’s ultimate responsibility.  Ask students to 
wipe windows clear of steam and condensation to help you see.  Turn off your four-way hazard 
flashers and activate your turn signal once traffic is 
completely stopped behind you before making the turn, 
so other motorists will understand your intentions.

8.     Sharply angled crossings:  when the tracks and the 
roadway don’t intersect at or near a right angle, it can 
be difficult to see down the tracks in one direction.  Be-
cause of the angle, your bus also has to travel a slightly 
greater distance to be entirely across the tracks  Work 
out a specific strategy for the crossing with the input of 
your supervisor and SBDI.  Determine the best posi-
tion to stop your bus and best way to use your mirrors 
during practice runs without students on board.  Learn 
exactly which set of bus windows to look through to 
maximize your view down the tracks.  Appoint reliable 
students to  keep those windows free of steam when 
it’s cold outside, and to help you check back down the 
tracks.  

9.    Explain specific crossing strategies for challenging crossings to substitute drivers.  Summa-
rize or diagram the strategy on route sheets for subs.

J. UNDERSTAND RAILROAD EQUIPMENT AND SIGNALS
1.    Passenger trains travel at speeds up to 120 mph.  At this speed, a train travels 1000' in just 6 

seconds.  Tracks carrying high speed trains may be marked with “High Speed Trains” warning 
signs.  Ask your supervisor or SBDI to check with DOT or the railroad company, or to access 
the Federal Railroad Authority crossing database web site, to find out maximum train speed at 
any crossing you use.  

2.    Because of  their large size, trains often appear to be moving much slower than they really 
are.  It’s even harder to judge a train’s speed at night.  If you can see a train, wait.  Never take 
a chance.  Hundreds of motorists across the country are killed each year when they try to “beat 
the train” across the tracks.  

3.    An average size freight train takes about 1 1/2 miles and two minutes to stop.  Don’t expect 
a train to be able to stop for your bus - it can’t.

4.     “Crossbucks” signs, which are placed at every public highway-rail crossing, usually include 
an identification number on the signpost or signal box.  Use this identification number when 
contacting the railroad company about the crossing.

5.     Flashing lights, bells, and gates:  if any of the active warning devices at the crossing (lights, 

Angled tracks
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bells, and gates) engage when you are stopped at the tracks, stay put and wait for the train to 
pass.  If warning signals engage after you have already started to cross the tracks after 
carefully checking for trains, proceed across without delay.  If the crossing gate strikes the 
top of your bus while you are proceeding across, keep going.  It will not damage your bus - it’s 
designed to break.  Never stop or try to back up at this critical point.  Other vehicles could be 
behind your bus.  Get across the tracks as quickly as you can.  (Note:  flashing warning lights 
can be difficult to see in bright sunlight or when you’re too close to them.  Warning lights at 
crossings are usually low-wattage, powered by batteries.  Check their status very carefully.)

6.    Listen carefully for train horns:  a train should sound its whistle four times, commencing 
about 1300' from the crossing.  It can be hard to hear a train whistle in a noisy bus, especially 
over a the sound of a diesel engine.  Always silence your bus at crossings.  If you think you 
hear a train horn or whistle, stay put if you’re in a safe location. 

7.    Traffic light at a crossing:  if a traffic light controls a crossing, and it is lit green, state law 
does not require school buses to stop for the tracks.  You may proceed with caution, searching 
for trains in both directions as you approach the crossing.  If you feel you must stop to check 
for a possible train or because you’re not sure if the traffic light controls the crossing, be care-
ful to alert motorists behind your bus.  They won’t be expecting your stop.  Tap your brake 
lights and activate your 4-way flashers well in advance.

8.    “Exempt” signs mean either that a crossing is no longer in use, or will only be utilized by 
trains with a flagperson to direct traffic.  School buses are not required to stop at exempt cross-
ings and may proceed with caution.  If you feel you must stop in a particular situation, be very 
careful to alert motorists behind your bus.  They won’t be expecting you to stop.

9.    Dead tracks are  tracks which are no longer in use.  The rails may be pulled up on both sides 
of the crossing.  A stop is still legally required unless an “Exempt” sign is posted, but be very 
careful - vehicles behind your bus may not expect you to stop.  Ask your supervisor or SBDI 
to contact DOT about placing an “Exempt” sign at any dead tracks you cross, or having them 
removed.

10.    Domed crossings  are elevated above the level of the roadway.  They can be challenging for 
large vehicles such as school buses.  The angle of approach, breakover, and departure can be so 
steep that a vehicle gets stuck on the tracks, or strikes its front or rear bumper in the roadway.  
If you must use such tracks, it might be necessary to cross at a slight angle to avoid hanging up 
on the tracks.  When crossing a domed crossing in a smaller bus, you may have difficulty see-
ing across the tracks to make sure there’s sufficient clearance on the other side.  It may also be 
hard to see down the tracks or to tell how many tracks there are.  The number of tracks should 
be posted on the crossbuck signpost.

K. PREPARE FOR THE UNEXPECTED
1.    Bad weather reduces visibility and can mask the sound of an approaching train.  Use extra 

caution when crossing tracks in snow, rain, or fog.  Make sure your students are absolutely 
quiet.

2.     Highway-rail crossing signals can occasionally malfunction, or be vandalized.  Although 
modern crossing signals are well-designed and carefully checked, don’t assume that flashing 
lights, bells, or gates are functioning properly or timed correctly.  It is the school bus driver’s 
responsibility to make sure no train is approaching.  Vigilant school bus drivers are the ultimate 
defense against a bus-train tragedy.  

Domed crossing

Domed crossing
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3.     If a crossing gate is down or if flashing lights or bells are activated, but no train is in 
sight, radio your dispatcher.  Never go around lowered gates unless a police officer at the 
crossing directs you across.  Don’t ask a bus attendant or student to go out and check the tracks 
for trains.  It may take some time for police or the railroad company to respond to problems at 
a crossing, but school bus drivers cannot take the responsibility for crossing on their own, even 
if other motorists are doing so.   

4.    Train stopped near the crossing:  a train may be stopped near the crossing, close enough to 
trip the warning signals.  Law enforcement and the railroad company should be contacted.  If 
this is a recurring problem, your supervisor or SBDI should work with the railroad, DOT, and 
Operation Lifesaver to correct the situation.

5.    If your bus stalls on the tracks, evacuate your students at once, even if no train is visible.  
If an approaching train is visible, perform a front/rear dual evacuation to empty the bus as 
quickly as possible. Teach students to move away from the tracks as quickly as possible - in 
the general direction from which the train is coming. The reason to evacuate in that direction 
is that debris from a crash (or the bus itself) could fly ahead of the impact point in the direction 
the train is going.

6. If your bus is stuck on a crossing because other vehicles are in the way, use any means to 
get it off the tracks. Push other vehicles out of the way if necessary. Do whatever you must to 
avoid a catastrophe. No school bus accident is more devastating than being hit by a train.
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HIGHWAY-RAIL CROSSING TIP

“I would like to share the following highway-rail crossing 
safety tip with other school bus drivers in NYS.”

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________ 

Name (if you wish): ________________________________________________________________                                                                   

Where employed (if you wish):  ______________________________________________________

Send your tip to:
Pupil Transportation Safety Institute

224 Harrison St, Suite 300, Syracuse, NY  13202

or,
fax it:  315-475-5033 

or 
email it:  jim@ptsi.org

or,
give it to your local School Bus Driver Instructor (SBDI) 

who can submit it to the state’s training program.

THANKS FOR CARING ABOUT CHILDREN’S SAFETY
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New York State Safety Drill Checklist
Use this checklist as a guide to help you conduct an effective bus safety drill:

■ DRILL INTRODUCTION:  Stand up and face your students.  Introduce yourself 
and explain why bus drills are important.  Let your students know you care about 
their safety.  Select two reliable Safety Drill Helpers ahead of time (select students 
seated near the rear of the bus, who ride most of the route) and introduce them to 
the rest of your students.

■ RIDING RULES:  Read and discuss the bus rules - explain the “why’s”.  Explain 
what the consequences would be if students refuse to follow the bus rules.

■ EMERGENCY EQUIPMENT AND EXITS:  Let students point out and open all 
exits on the bus - don’t forget the passenger door and roof hatches.  Remind them 
it’s dangerous to play with emergency exits.

■ DISABLED DRIVER:  Demonstrate how to stop, secure, and shut off the bus; 
explain the importance of knowing what the bus number is; show students to how 
to use the 2-way radio.

■ SEAT BELTS:  Explain your school policy regarding seat belt use; show students 
how to wear seat belts low across their hips, and fairly tight.

■ PRACTICE EVACUATION:  Prevent injuries by stressing the importance of or-
derly evacuation practice; Safety Drill Helpers or teachers or other adults should 
serve as spotters as children go our the exit door.  Show students how to “sit and 
slide” from emergency doors - don’t let them “jump”off the bus, or push or shove.  
All personal items should be left on the bus during the practice evacuation.  Be-
fore the evacuation practice beings, point out a safe area to gather after they’ve 
exited the bus.  Younger students should hold hands in a “safety chain” as they 
walk away from the bus.  To protect children, the bus should be shut off and se-
cured, with school bus flashers activated, during bus drills.

■ SAFE LOADING AND UNLOADING DEMONSTRATION:  When the evacuation 
practice is finished, gather your students at the front of the bus and demonstrate 
the Safe Crossing Rule; review the Universal Crossing Signal and Universal Dan-
ger Signal (see other side of this flier); remind students that cars don’t always stop 
for buses; remind students to “check before they step” off the bus to avoid being 
struck by a car passing on the right side of the bus; let your students point out 
the Danger Zones around the bus; tell them never to try to get something they’ve 
dropped near the bus, or to chase after a bus they’ve missed.  Tell children to get 
an adult to help them.  Explain why jacket drawstrings can be dangerous.  Explain 
that in severe weather conditions it’s even more important to follow the safety 
rules when loading and unloading.  

■ CONCLUDE THE DRILL:  Thank your students after the bus drill is complete!

Note to SBDI's: drill guides for each season were included in the 2004 PDS manual.
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NATIONAL LOADING ZONE 
 STUDENT FATALITIES 

 
 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Children Killed by Front of Bus 5 2 5 7 3 2 5 1 

Children Killed by Rear Wheels 4 3 4 4 3 3 1 2 

Children Killed by Passing Motorists 5 4 7 11 3 8 6 6 6

Other Scenarios 3 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0

No information 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total Children Killed 19 10 18 22 9 13 12 9 20

When Fatality Occurred

Going to School 7 2 10 10 1 8 6 5 8

Activity Trip 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

Going Home 12 8 8 12 8 6 5 4 12

No information 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Courtesy: Kansas State Education Department

14
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2004-2005 NYS School Bus Accidents

Total school bus related fatalities:  0

Student fatalities:  0

Private school student fatalities:  0

Other motorist fatalities:  0

Pedestrian (non-student) fatalities:  0

Bus driver/attendant/monitor fatalities:  0
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Injuries

Total student injuries: 224

ü Note: student injuries decreased 38% from the previous school year!  This is a significant
improvement.

ü Note: 93 of the 601 total accidents involved student injury.

Student injury severity

ü Severe:  0

ü Moderate: 6

ü Minor: 218

Bus driver injuries: 42

Attendant/monitor injuries: 19

Other motorist injuries: 52

Pedestrian (non-student) injuries:  1
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Total accidents: 601

ü Note: total NYS school bus accidents
decreased 5% from the previous year.

Types and characteristics of

accidents

Loading and unloading accidents: 42
(20 loading, 22 unloading)

ü By-own-bus:  0

ü Passing motorist:  0

ü Bus hit while loading or unloading: 42 total.  This represents 7% of all accidents. Of
these, the majority (32 of the 42) were incidents in which the bus was struck from behind.

Backing accidents: 40

ü Note: backing accidents increased 25% over the previous year.

Bus-bus accidents: 18

ü This represents a marked increase from last year’s all-time low of 4 bus-bus accidents.

Rollovers/layovers:  3

ü One incident involved the bus driver
swerving to miss a vehicle while exiting
the freeway; another incident involved the
bus driver losing control on a hill; the
third involved the bus driver moving to
the side of the road because of an
approaching snow plow, and sliding into a
ditch.

Fire incidents:  0

ü No fire incidents were reported on the
MV104f.
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Field trip accidents: 10

ü 6 field trip accidents occurred at night, 3 occurred on Saturdays, and 1 on a Sunday.
ü 16 field trip accidents occurred during the previous school year.

Non-collision injury accidents: 11

ü There were 16 such incidents in the previous school year.

Weather factors:

ü Winter: Winter weather
conditions were a contributing
factor in 95 accidents (16% of
all accidents).  This number is
comparable to the previous
school year.

ü Glare: 5 sun glare-related
crashes were reported, 2 fewer
than the previous school year.

ü Fog: no fog-related accidents
were reported last year.

Other contributing factors

ü Intersections: 133 intersection
crashes were reported during the
2004-2005 school year, a 4%
increase over the previous
school year.

ü Behavior: 10 crashes were at least partly caused by bus driver distraction due to onboard
student behavior problems.

ü Following too closely: 34 crashes resulted from the bus driver following another vehicle too
closely.

ü Driveway-related accidents. 30 accidents occurred when the bus struck a vehicle leaving a
residential driveway, or the vehicle struck the bus.

ü Animal: 3 (collisions with deer)
ü RRX: Bus struck while stopped at RRX: 2 incidents (down from 10 in the previous year).
ü Mechanical defects:  There were no crashes due to mechanical defects in the previous school

year.

Suburb
77.3%

Rural
12.2%

Urban
10.5%

Driving environment
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Vehicle size

Small school vehicles: 30%

ü Vans, suburbans, and school cars were
involved in 34% of all accidents.  This is
slightly higher than last year’s figure of 30%.

Preventability: 60%

According to information provided in the reports
and following National Safety Council guidelines,
60% of all accidents in the
previous year could have been
prevented by the bus driver.  This
represents a slight increase from
the previous school year.

Driver information:

Gender:

ü Males represented 55% and
females 45% of accident
drivers during the past school
year.

Average bus driver age: 50
years old

ü 23 accidents (4% of total accidents) involved bus drivers 70 years of age or older.

This report was prepared by Connie Draper and Jim Ellis of the Pupil Transportation Safety Institute for
Eastern Suffolk BOCES and the New York State Education Department. Its purpose is to provide School Bus
Driver Instructors, school bus drivers, attendants, monitors, supervisors, mechanics, 19-A Certified
Examiners, and safety officials with information about current trends in New York State school bus accidents.
Ultimately, it is hoped that this information will help prevent future accidents.

Full-size
66.5%

Vans
30.5%

Suburbans/cars
3.1%

Preventable
60.3%

Non-preventable
39.7%

Preventable Non-preventable
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2006-2007 New York State  
School Vehicle Accident Reporting Requirements

If the following conditions are met, the bus driver must file NYS DMV Form MV104F, “Accident Report for School Ve-
hicles,” within 10 days. Failure to file is a misdemeanor and can result in a license or registration suspension.

Use the MV104F only if the following conditions are met:

If the school vehicle involved in the accident (see below) was owned or contracted for by a school;

(Note:  “school vehicle” may include any type of vehicle, including a passenger car or van, so long as it is 
owned or contracted for by a public or private school and being used for transportation to or from school or 
school activities.  The term “school vehicle” is NOT limited to yellow school buses.)

And the school vehicle was in the process of transporting, or picking up or discharging, students, children of students, 
teachers, bus monitors, or supervisory personnel;

(Note:  the bus is considered “involved in the accident” even if it didn’t physically contact another vehicle or 
person, if the bus driver had activated, or should have activated, the flashing yellow overhead warning lights as 
the bus approaches a stop, or has stopped with its red flashers activated, until children are safely out of the road-
way and at least 15’ from the bus.)

(Note:  if no passengers were being transported, picked up, or discharged when the accident occurred - for in-
stance, a bus driver “deadheading” back to base, or a mechanic road-testing a bus - do not use the MV104F.)

And one or both of the following:

An injury or death occurred to any party involved in the accident (injury can range from complaint of pain with no vis-

ible injury, to severe injuries - see the back of the MV104F for definition of injury categories); and/or

Property damage (including damage to a vehicle or a fixed object such as a fence, house, pole, etc.) occurs to any one 
party in excess of $1000.

If the above conditions are not met, do not file an MV104F.  However, you may still be re-
quired to file an MV104, “Report of Motor Vehicle Accident.”

If the above conditions are met, the bus driver must file the report within 10 days.  Your supervisor should have a blank 
MV104F form, or they may be obtained from DMV; ask your supervisor for assistance in completing the form.

Follow these guidelines in completing the form:

Print legibly, using black ink - or type.

Your vehicle (the school vehicle) is Vehicle No. 1 (left side of form) If you are filing the report because damage to an-
other vehicle or fixed property is in excess of $1000, clearly state that damage was in excess of $1000 in the section “De-
scribe Damage to (Vehicle No. 2)” on right side, middle, of form.

All sections of the form must be filled out.  This includes the center “SCH” section (which runs the entire width of the 
form) which asks for information about bus driver experience and training and Date,” as well as the 11 boxes along the 
right side of the form (fold the form in half vertically so the back matches with the front, for an explanation of what the 
boxes mean).
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To obtain MV104F forms, contact NYS DMV, Forms Inventory Control, 
Empire State Plaza, Albany, NY, 12228.

 
For questions about reporting a school bus accident, contact the  

Pupil Transportation Safety Institute at 800-836-2210.

If more than two vehicles were involved, use a second MV104F.  Note page numbers at top of forms.

In the “ALL PERSONS INVOLVED” section , names of all passengers on the bus must be listed, not just those injured.  
For injuries, consult the “Injury Codes” section on the back of the MV104F to determine classifications.  Note that even a 
“complaint of pain - no visual injury” constitutes an injury in this instance.

In describing the accident, carefully and honestly explain your version of what happened.  The form is a legal document.  
Answer this question in your explanation:  “How did you first become aware that an accident was going to occur or had 
occurred?”  Attach additional sheet(s) of description if you wish.

Non-collision injuries

Injuries that result from non-collision events, such as a student falling from a bus seat, may still need to be reported on 
the MV104F.  NYS Vehicle and Traffic Law (Section 605) does not restrict accident reporting requirements to collisions 
but to “a motor vehicle which is in any way involved in a accident” (emphasis added).  Report non-collision school ve-
hicle injuries on the MV104F if:

If the injury resulted from the actions of the bus driver or another motorist.
For instance, if the injury occurs when a student falls from the bus seat because the bus swerved suddenly to avoid a car 
running a stop sign, the MV104F should be filed, because careless actions on the part of the other motorist contributed to 
the injury.

Or, if the bus goes off the road because the bus driver failed to properly negotiate a curve, and the student falls from the 
seat when the bus hits a bump on the shoulder, the MV104F should be filed.

Or, if a student riding in a wheelchair tips over and is injured, a  MV104F should be filed, since the wheelchair was not 
adequately secured during transport.

However, if one student injures another during a fight on the bus, or a student slips and falls on the bus steps, a MV104F 
does not have to be filed, since bus driver actions did not contribute to the injury. 
 
Note:  additional requirements beyond reporting an accident according to the above guidelines, such as drug 
and alcohol testing, may also apply after an accident.  Ask your Supervisor or Manager for assistance.
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Courtesy of the Pupil Transportation Safety Institute



2006 SBSIOBSAAT   page 58

AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety
607 14th Street NW, Suite 201
Washington, DC 20005
Tel:  202-638-5944 or contact your local AAA
Web:  http://www.aaafoundation.org/home/
Email:  info@aaafoundation.org

Insurance Institute for Highway Safety
1005 N. Glebe Rd., Suite 800
Arlington, VA 22201
Tel:  703-247-1500
Web:  http://www.hwysafety.org/
Email:  publications@iihs.org 

National Association for Pupil
Transportation (NAPT)
1840 Western Avenue
Albany, NY 12203
Tel:  800-989-NAPT 
Web:  http://www.napt.org/
Email:  info@napt.org

National Transportation Safety Board
(NTSB)
490 L'Enfant Plaza, SW
Washington, DC 20594 
Tel:  202-314-6000 
Web:  http://www.ntsb.gov/
Email subscription service:  
www.ntsb.gov/registration/registration.htm

National Safety Council
1121 Spring Lake Drive
Itasca, IL 60143-3201
Tel:  630-285-1121
Web:  http://www.nsc.org/
Email:  info@nsc.org

New York Association for Pupil
Transportation (NYAPT)
266 Hudson Avenue
Albany, New York 12210
Tel:  518-463-4937
Web:  http://www.nyapt.org/
Email:  nyapt-lak@nycap.rr.com

New York Governorʼs Highway Traffic
Safety Committee
Department of Motor Vehicles
6 Empire State Plaza, Room 414
Albany, New York 12228
Tel:  518-474-5111
Web:  www.nysgtsc.state.ny.us/

New York School Bus Contractorsʼ
Association
One Stueben Place, 2nd Floor
Albany, NY 12207
Tel:  518-461-0066
Web:  http://www.nysbca.com/
E-Mail:  faheyw@wemed.com

National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA)
400 Seventh Street, SW
Washington, DC  20590
Tel:  888-327-4236
Web:  http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/
Email:  http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/email.cfm

National School Transportation
Association (NSTA)
113 South West Street, 4th Floor
Alexandria, VA 22314 
Tel:  703-684-3200
Web:  http://www.schooltrans.com/
Email:  info@yellowbuses.org 

Operation Lifesaver
1420 King St., Suite 401
Alexandria, VA 22314 
Tel:  800-537-6224
Web:  http://www.oli.org/oli 
Email:  general@oli.org

Pupil Transportation Safety Institute (PTSI)
443 S. Warren St.
Syracuse, NY  13202
Tel:  315-475-1386
Web:  www.ptsi.org
Email:  info@ptsi.org

School Bus Fleet (magazine)
2106 S. Western Avenue, P.O. Box 2703 Torrance, CA
90509
Tel:  310-533-2400
Web:  http://www.schoolbusfleet.com/
Email:  steve.hirano@bobit.com

School Transportation News (magazine)
P.O. Box 789 
Redondo Beach, CA 90277 
Tel:  800-477-8816
Web:  http://www.stnonline.com 
Email:  bpaul@stnonline.com

IMPORTANT TRAFFIC SAFETY ORGANIZATIONS

224 Harrison St., Suite 300


